CHAPTER VII
THE GILD MERCHANT
u*.n*mi IN all stages of social evolution an intimate relation may
generally be traced between political institutions on the
one hand and the forms of economic organization on the
other. How far political factors have moulded the destinies
of mankind, and determined the nature and scope of their
economic activities, can never be exactly known, and it is
seldom easy to disentangle the many-coloured threads which
make up the complex strands of the social fabric. None
the less, in the successive phases of national growth a marked
influence has been exercised in the economic sphere by one
or other of the contemporary political agencies \ The terms
' village economy', ' town economy', ' national economy',
have been freely used to designate the different aspects of eco-
nomic organization, though these terms if applied too rigidly
would lead us to acquire a wholly artificial conception of
the mediaeval community. In the interpretation of the
past it is impossible to isolate the different periods of
economic development into water-tight compartments,
There is always a constant tide of progress and change, in
which normally everything is in a state of transition and
nothing remains at a standstill. The characteristics of a
town economy are found in embryo in the village economy;
those of a national economy appear in the town economy.
Nowhere do we find sharp and clear-cut lines of demarcation,
but everywhere a gradual and almost imperceptible move-
ment. With this caution we may readily recognize the
1 G, Schmoller," Studien ubcr die wirthschaftliclie Politik Friedrichs dea
Grossen ", in Jahrbuch, viii. 16.
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